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Praise for

BEHOLD the BIRD in FLIGHT

“Terri Lewis’s enchanting Behold the Bird in Flight might sound like a fairy tale at first—a medieval queen in her castle, a cruel king, a lost love—but this tale of Isabelle d’Angoulême is one firmly rooted in history, shining a light on her life as well as the role of women at large. What a brave undertaking this is, and Lewis does not let us down; her gift for intriguing detail and wonderful storytelling will hold the reader captive.”

—Jill McCorkle, author of Old Crimes and Life After Life

“Isabella d’Angoulême was a complicated queen, villainized by the English chroniclers. But the adolescent Isabella was a young girl with hopes and dreams and fantasies we can all relate to. A wonderful, engaging story!”

—Sharon Bennett Connolly, Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and author of Ladies of Magna Carta

“Immersive and filled with drama . . . transports the reader back in time to a remote yet deeply human moment when war echoes through the stone corridors of medieval castles and love still finds a way.”

—Carrie Callaghan, author of A Light of Her Own

“Lewis masterfully blends a fictional narrative with real-life historical figures and a real-world setting. Isabelle lives in a time when women and girls are treated like property—daughters are ‘sold for the richest husband or the best alliance.’ This story chronicles Isabelle’s fascinating life. . . . Readers will surely relish following along with and championing Isabelle, who gathers strength and wisdom as she matures.”

—Kirkus Reviews, recommended

“With a vivid imagination and writing evocative of the era, Terri Lewis transports readers to the royal courts of medieval Europe. Amid a tapestry of political intrigue and forbidden passions, her characters defy the harsh realities of their day to find love against all odds.”

—Jude Berman, author of The Vow

“. . . an alluring portrait of a young queen caught in a web of lust, power, and royal politics . . . dazzlingly lyrical prose with a complex plot of love gone awry . . . sure to enthrall lovers of historical fiction.”

—Peggy Joque Williams, author of Courting the Sun: A Novel of Versailles

“Behold the Bird in Flight paints a compelling picture of Isabelle of Angoulême, a young woman torn between her own aspirations as a human being and the desires of the men that preoccupied her life . . . The author does an outstanding job of exploring Isabelle’s resilient and resourceful nature . . .”

—Readers’ Favorite
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In memory of my mother who loved history and believed I could write.

Also in memory of the history teachers who lit the fire, Mr. John Roberts at Wheat Ridge High School and Dr. Alan Breck, professor at the University of Denver.




Some of these things are true and some of them lies.

But they are all good stories.

—HILARY MANTEL

There’s always a temptation, I think, among some historical writers to shade things toward the modern point of view. You know, they won’t show someone doing something that would have been perfectly normal for the time but that is considered reprehensible today.

—DIANA GABALDON
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PART ONE
Angoulême, France 1199
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GREAT AND DREADFUL DAY



On the last ordinary morning, Isabelle skipped up the wooden stairs to the castle walk, flung off her hated head covering, and shook her hair into the warm August air. Overhead, an arc of moon floated ash white in the blue, held by the invisible hand of God. She imagined His fingers pinching the tip of the sickle and then leaned out between the stone teeth, pretending to fly. She was like the moon. No, better to have wings. She’d be a hawk, sailing over the great woods where foxes hunted poor little rabbits. She loved rabbits. And the fluffy sheep, the spire of the Angoulême cathedral, the lavender garden, the orchard heavy with her favorite apples. All that was hers, or would be when Papa died. Oh, but what if she died first? People died all the time. Last week, their seamstress had the flux, but she was older than Papa. Nonetheless, Isabelle leaned on the cold stone and prayed for their lives to continue, then crossed herself, giggled, and flung her hair left and right, letting its gold glitter and catch in her eyelashes.

Too soon the cathedral bell struck the opening of the city gates, and with a sigh, she replaced the constricting wimple—Maman insisted all proper girls wore them—and prepared for the daily lesson required of every daughter who’d someday run a castle. She was learning to turn vinegar barrels, weigh wool, and trim candles, important tasks but less fun than three years ago when she was eight and had lessons in folding linens, picking strawberries, and her favorite: feeding the chickens. The birds mostly ruffled and clucked around her feet, but one always flapped up, squawking, trying to break loose into the world. Isabelle named her Poulette and pretended the little chicken lived in her heart. She might wish to be a hawk, soaring in the world, but in her real life, she felt exactly like the little chicken.

Her current lessons were serious. In a year and nine days she’d be twelve and deemed a woman old enough to marry. Papa would betroth her to someone powerful, a seigneur or count with a grand demesne, and away she’d ride with her husband. The thought of running her own household—no Maman telling her what to do—set Poulette hopping in her chest. She’d name all the dogs, require honey balls and eels at every meal, and command featherbeds for everyone, even the children. Sobering, she rubbed her palms across her chest. Still flat. She needed breasts soon; men seemed to like them.

The bell stopped chiming and she went down the tower stairs to her lessons, reviewing Maman’s rules on each step: Keep clean, even in thy lower parts. Hop down a step. Stand tall, so as not to be seen as unworthy. Hop. Read the Bible. Two hops for that one. Learn thy lessons. Maman meant especially Latin and its hated nouns. Just yesterday she had learned adflatus, masculine, fourth declension, a breath or blowing. Adflatus e terra. Blown from the earth. Like flying. Paulus, her tutor, said girls were not capable of learning Latin. Zut, she knew her conjugations and was going to prove him wrong. Amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatis, amant. A word for each step and there she was at the bottom.

As she crossed the wide bailey, swifts, like slices of moon, whirled overhead, men labored, women carried, horses came and went. All as weary usual. Today’s lesson was measuring spices and cloth, so much better than opening stinky vinegar kegs. When Maman turned the key in the chest, the scent of pepper, cinnamon, and cloves brightened the cold larder. The spices came from faraway places like London, Venice, or even Jerusalem, where Richard Cœur de Lion had traveled. A perfect name, Lionheart. She was certain he’d been tall and brave; Papa said he had red hair. The greatest disappointment in her life was that he’d not visited Angoulême to honor Maman, whose grandpapa was a king. Sadly, he’d died last spring, but she would always cherish his memory.

Maman lifted the scale. “Weigh out a dram of nutmeg for Cook.”

Isabelle chose a piece and sniffed. “Could I have this?” The little ball rolled on her palm.

“Indeed not. Put it on the scale at once.”

Nutmeg weighed, wrapped in cloth, and secured in Maman’s pouch, they went to a locked room with a single narrow window. Lining the walls, carved wooden coffers held stores of wool, linen, and silks. Isi was learning fabric names, production methods, and how to measure for mantles, vests, and tunics. Maman lit a rush lamp and opened the chest; out flew the scent of the lavender that had been strewn between the folds to keep moths away.

First, Isabelle identified fabrics—linsey-woolsey, scarlet tiretaine, brocade, linen, common hemp. Some of the wool was lumpy as if still on a sheep; other lengths were fine-threaded and dyed a rich red. In a special compartment, wrapped in finest linen, lay the valuable silk. Clouds of color slid on her hands. She chose a length of pale bitter green like the woods in spring. “Could I have a dress of this, s’il vous plaît?”

Maman snorted. “Silk is for women. You have a year to wait.” She pushed Isabelle aside and pulled out a russet worsted. “Our laundress requires a tunic. Use your lesson. Measure and cut.” Wool worsted. Scratchy, heavy, and stinky when wet. Poor laundress.

After her lessons, Isabelle was sent to the great hall where Papa held council with the steward, the constable, and the chamberlain. “When you’re grown and your husband is away at war or on Crusade”—here Maman crossed herself—“you will oversee the castle and must know things your papa discusses.” She meant crops, animals, new buildings, keeping the peace.

Ah, but Isi wanted her husband to love her and admire her beauty—her breasts. Also to give her presents like those Papa brought Maman: a tortoiseshell comb or a little wooden box with a rosary inside. She longed for a fancy pin to close her mantle, to sparkle and wink when she skipped, but Papa said jewels were expensive and she was too young. Pismire.

The hall had been readied for council: floor cleared of servants’ mats, family bedding removed from the dais, and the privacy curtain opened. Isi often peeked under that curtain. Just last night she’d seen a chambermaid with beautiful breasts pulled into her lover’s bed. Giggling at the memory, she sat on the edge of the dais where Papa lorded over the council from a heavy carved chair. The steward sat on a simple box seat; various other men had three-legged stools. Hugh, visiting from the distinguished Lusignan family, sat cross-legged on the floor, his red-gold curls flickering in the light. If he shook his head and roared, he’d be like Richard Cœur de Lion. She leaned on her elbow and imagined him galloping on a horse, waving a sword, rescuing her from . . . she wasn’t sure what.

Papa glanced her way and cleared his throat—pay attention. She nodded and widened her eyes at the tally of cows, lambs, goats, chickens, horses. Numbers floated like dust motes. She endured the pantler’s complaint about firewood required for village ovens and shuddered at the butler’s report of a young cupbearer killed by a falling keg. Only when the master of the wardrobe spoke did she perk up, hoping to get a new tunic, but no, the topic was weaving supplies.

At last, her father dismissed the men. “So, daughter, what did you learn today?”

She leaned on Papa’s chair, tracing the carved vines with her finger.

He caught her hand. “Come, you are almost grown. Surely you learned something.”

Then she remembered. “I learned I’m not to get a new tunic.”

He chuckled. “Would you like one?”

“Yes, Papa. In green.” She’d not mention Maman had said no.

“I will speak to the wardrobe master. Now, on your way.”

The thought of a silk tunic wakened Poulette who pecked Isabelle’s stomach with excitement. She skipped from the hall, snatched a piece of lavender from a bunch Maman had placed in a niche, and waving it like a banner, went to look for her friend Alain.

In the kitchen, which always smelled of blood and fire, Alain’s mother was chopping chicken. Thwack, thwack. Poor chicken—she hoped it wasn’t Poulette. A small boy turned a lamb haunch on the spit, and Alain was scrubbing an array of pots with sand. She tickled his ear with the posy. “Yesterday at supper, you had a hole in your shoe.”

“You weren’t to notice!” He swatted her hand away. “Mother sent it to be mended before today’s meal.” He held up a bare foot. “She says I may not serve with my toe showing.”

“I notice everything.” She scowled and said in a deep voice, “You shall accompany me to the orchard.”

“I’m supposed to finish the pots.”

“I am to be a countess, so you must obey.”

The butler rolled a barrel of ale into the room, causing a fuss, and they escaped, running across the bailey, out the gate, and down to the orchard where servants knocked branches with heavy sticks and women gathered the fallen apples into baskets. Here and there, ladders leaned. Isabelle snatched two apples and tossed one to Alain.

A villein in a tree yelled, “Here you, put that back.”

“It’s the Mademoiselle.” A woman with a fruit-filled apron shrugged.

“But the boy?” A servant swung his stick in Alain’s direction.

“Leave him alone.” Isabelle flung wide her arms like a future countess. “This is my land, my trees, my apples.” She stamped. “I can give one to my friend if I want. My father, Count Aymer, allows it.” She grabbed Alain’s hand and pulled him down the rows of trees to the orchard’s edge where they sat in the shade, eating. Behind them, apples thumped pleasantly onto the grass. One of the men sang. The air was full of bees; black clots gathered on fallen apples fermenting in the heat. Alain stretched in the grass until, in the distance, a woman yelled.

“Helle fyr. That’s Mother.” He stood to run. “Ow.” He snatched up his foot. “Ow, ow, ow.”

“Bee sting?” Isi tossed away her core and laughed. A breeze flirted down the rows of trees. Buzzing filled the air.

Alain collapsed, whimpering. “Owwwww.” He rocked back and forth.

Isi rolled over to him. “Silly. It’s just a bee.” She grabbed his foot and sucked out the stinger, giggling. Still, Alain cried. “Don’t be a baby. I’ve been bitten three times. It doesn’t hurt that much.” He scratched at his neck, and his fingers, swollen like sausages, stopped her breath.

“I can’t breathe.” His eyes bulged.

“Devil got him.” A man crashed down from the tree. “See that red on his neck? Mark of the wicked one.” Apple pickers began to shout. Women ran toward them, strewing fruit. “The evil beast is here.”

Fear scrabbled through their words and into Isabelle. Was Alain possessed? A girl in the village, taken by the devil, had been hung. Would the devil jump into her if she touched him? She crawled close to his ear. “Alain, pray the devil away. Pray, pray.” He turned his head. His lips! Enormous and mottled purple. The baby fuzz on Isi’s arms prickled; she shrieked and tumbled away. “Who are you?” She began to cry.

A woman crouched over them. “’Tis the devil, sure.” She pointed at Isabelle. “You put a curse on him.”

“’Twas only an apple.” Paulus said evil entered the world through an apple. Had the village girl eaten one? Isabelle shivered violently.

The woman shouted to the others. “See, see, the devil serpent.”

“I want,” Alain choked out. “My mother.” Men with large sticks crowded them.

“Help him,” Isi begged, but they only shouted more.

“A demon spell, wickedness . . . evil!”

“Isi.” Alain’s tongue writhed like a pink rat. Every inch of her wanted to flee, but she couldn’t leave him alone. Praying for safety, she took his hot hand.

“She killed the lad.” The crowd pressed close. “Witch!”

The dreaded word flung out, skittering to Isabelle, crawling into her belly. Shudders racked the crowd. Hands, gnarled or young, made the sign of the cross. “Witch daughter.”

She flailed her arms against the bodies, the heat, the noise. Suddenly, she was wrenched aloft and swung high, breath gone, unable to scream, mauled by panic. She was to be hung. Thud. She dropped to earth, safe behind a tall back. “Stand away.” Hugh, his red curls alight, grabbed a stick and swung it sideways; a man fell to his knees, cursing. “How dare you. She is a count’s daughter.”

Alain’s strangled cries burst from his purple mouth. The crowd panted. Hugh pointed the stick at a woman. “The lad needs help. Get his mother.” When the woman started slowly away, he raised the stick. “As if it were your own child.” The woman ran. He took Isabelle’s trembling hand and, straddling Alain, held the pole aloft like a sword, hair awry and flaming. “Fall to your knees and pray that he doesn’t die. Or if God wants him, pray his soul to heaven.”

In the moment before the word “witch” reemerged, Isabelle felt safe.
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SUFFER THE LITTLE CHILDREN



I   sabelle knelt in the family chapel. Hands clasped tightly, fingertips numb, she bowed her head and exposed her neck, waiting for God to strike her like He had Alain. I tried to save him. You know it’s not my fault. Had she just blamed God? Would He be angry? She tensed for a blow, but He ignored her.

If there must be a funeral, and there must in order to send Alain to heaven, Isabelle was glad it was in their own chapel. Alain had been afraid of the massive Angoulême cathedral, its carved animals peering through tangled vines and the rows of holy men standing on little shelves. She was scared of the echoing arches inside. As she once confessed to Paulus, the chaplain and her tutor, “I always feel little.”

“So you are meant to feel. God is great and powerful. You are nothing.”

Pismire. She was going to be a countess. At the time, she’d held her tongue, but now, sitting on the cold stone bench staring at Alain’s wooden box, she understood. The chapel was small, the wooden box even smaller. How could that be? Her friend always seemed big, sprinting, turning cartwheels, climbing the tallest tree. She closed her eyes, powerless before God, who could have saved him, but hadn’t bothered. Maybe He wanted Alain’s company. You’re a father. Please take care of him. He’d like wings. Amen.

The candles were lit, formal beeswax for a funeral, not stinky tallow, and Maman came to sit by Isi. Alain’s mother and father huddled behind them, but where were the others? When the old seamstress died, the chapel had been full. Emptiness swirled in Isi’s stomach. Did no one care about Alain?

O quanta qualia sunt illa Sabbata. One of Paulus’s acolytes began to sing, and Isabelle filled with words. Quae fessis requies, quae merces fortibus. A song about rest. And fortibus, fortibus, what did that mean? Oh yes, brave. What a good song. Alain dared everything. He’d climbed the creaky wooden stairs to the guard tower, leaned way out to throw acorns at those below, then ducked away. A sob mixed with a giggle popped up from her chest. Maman nudged her sharply and Isi bowed her head. Yesterday they’d been together; now he was in that box. Requiem aeternam.

The singer started a new verse and then Papa appeared, standing next to the coffin and opening the Bible. Papa? Where was Paulus?

As her father intoned the words, Alain’s mother wept steadily. Another cook had come in and she, too, sobbed, but now Isi couldn’t cry. Her eyes were drilled by candle flames, her hands and feet heavy, cold. Papa read quickly, finishing before the candles burnt down a single inch. Maman would be pleased. Oh, don’t think of candles. Alain was gone. She stood to follow the servants carrying the little box to the graveyard for more prayers, but Maman stopped her.

“We need to pray at his grave, Mama.”

“We can’t.” The heavy chapel door thudded shut.

“But we always . . .”

“Enough. Your papa had to argue with Paulus for this small service. He knows how much Alain meant to you, but the devil took him and he cannot be buried in hallowed ground. We won’t speak of this again, do you understand?” She took Isi by the chin. “Look at me. You must forget your friend. There is danger now.”

In Maman’s eyes, Isabelle saw her own face. Very small, as if her mother’s look had shrunk her. She whispered around the pinching fingers. “Because I am a witch?”

“You are not a witch. You know that. But those in the village . . .” Maman pressed Isabelle close, her familiar scent of cinnamon and incense bringing safety into the chapel. “You’re getting so big.” She wiped her eyes and began pinching out the candles. “Come along. Time for studies.”

“Please, may I stay and pray for Alain?”

Maman hesitated, then lit the rush lamp lying at the foot of Mary’s statue. “You may stay until this goes out.” She placed it on the stone with a loud scrape. “Remember, not a word, not even to Paulus.” She was gone.

Isi bent over and sobbed, her fingertips touching the statue’s base. Alain was damned to writhe in hell’s fire. He’d not have wings, nor fly in heaven. She wanted to pray, but with all the candles snuffed, the space fell away from the prick of light. A darkness like death. She would die too. Not soon, she hoped. In a flare of rushlight, the statue’s shadow wavered, cool air swept her ankles, and Isabelle clutched Mary’s foot. Frightened, she swallowed, dried her eyes with her hem, and knelt. Dear Mary, you love children. Jesus was your son. Don’t let Alain go to hell.

Mary’s nose, carved by an unskilled workman, was crooked. She stared down it at Isabelle, stone eyes flickering in the light, and Isabelle held her breath, waiting for Mary’s sign, but when the rushlight guttered and the room plunged into black, she dashed out into the sun.

ISABELLE’S ELEVENTH BIRTHDAY fell two days after the funeral. Usually Maman would order a picnic in the orchard, a place which now filled Isi with terror. Kind Maman understood. They ate in the formal garden within the castle walls. Paulus said special prayers to ward off the evil eye, Papa carved a rune into the wall and made her touch it, and Maman gave her a garlic bulb in a small sack to ward off the devil. “You are to wear this at all times. And you are forbidden to leave the castle.”

Now, like a lid on a pot over a great fire, the portcullis was kept closed and the household fermented. Cooks, seamstresses, laundresses ran through the bailey, up and down the stone stairs, in and out of the armor room and the stables. Servants, swollen with fear, mumbled prayers as they passed through the turmoil. Demon rumors trickled through the portcullis and spread among the servants at meals. Paulus was stern, Maman all elbows and duty. At night, bonfires were lit in the village and pots pounded to scare away the devil. Isi remembered the hanged girl and thrashed in her bed, attacked by what-ifs. What if the villagers set the portcullis on fire? What if they abducted her? Tortured her for witchcraft? She quivered and prayed, awaiting an attack despite the twenty-foot walls protecting the bailey.

Once, when she cried out, Papa rose from his bed and led her atop the castle tower. Below lay all that was now forbidden her—the garden with its lavender, the river and fields and forest—but he tilted her face to the sky. “Remember, ma petite, your star.” In the swirl overhead, one star, slightly pink, winking and ready to send her prayers to heaven. Given to her by Papa when she was seven and since forgotten. He put his warm arm around her. “Talk to Him now.”

She wanted to ask for safety, but the breeze shifted, carrying from the village the pounding of pans and shouting. Her stomach knotted. “Will they come for me?”

“I would never allow that.” Papa pulled her close.

“Must I stay inside the castle forever?”

“Ah, ma petite.” He knelt to look in her face. “Perhaps we should send you away.”

Poulette gave a tiny squawk, the first since Alain died. “In a little cart?”

“We shall see.”

To go away meant horses. Her own cart out into the world. Universum. Isi’s cousin Matilda, favorably married at twelve, had been sent off in a cavalcade of gallant horses and a painted cart bedecked with banners of her new husband. Isi leaned into the night and imagined traveling across the land, the Angoulême coat of arms snapping red and gold. The breeze shifted, a cow lowed into the silence, and she prayed to be sent away.
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THE AIR SHALL CARRY THY VOICE



H   ugh de Lusignan waited in the wide meadow for the falconer. He loved to fly the birds, but today he couldn’t shake the grip of the Angoulême castle, hunkered on a distant hill, stained, outdated, and made even darker by his agitation. Tomorrow he was to escort Count Aymer’s daughter to safety in Lusignan. He’d saved her once; wasn’t that enough? A memory of bringing the howling crowd to its knees eased him slightly, but the imminent homecoming shuddered tension back to life. He’d been sent to Angoulême to ferret out if the count was preparing to attack a borderland rightfully Lusignan’s; he’d heard naught but of crops and village thieves. When he got home, he’d be questioned endlessly, his father certain danger still lurked and that he, Hugh, had failed to find it. He stamped through the grass, muttering. He was fifteen. Other boys his age were already squires, training to be knights, but he’d been deemed unworthy and sent out to spy.

Above him, the sky streamed blue over the froth of the forest, and he imagined God up there with the angels and whoever else He deemed worthy. Hugh’s fervent prayers to be allowed to squire had gone unanswered. If he could fly up and burst into heaven, the air thin and fragrant with incense, he’d beg for help. He wanted . . .

The falcon master nudged Hugh’s shoulder. “Concentrate. A single talon could take your eye.” He tossed over a leather glove. “We’ve many birds to exercise today.” He pointed with his chin at a lowly cadger who toiled across the wide field; strapped to his shoulders was a wooden frame heavy with hooded birds. “You’ll fly the merlins.”

Merlins. Ladies’ birds. Hugh strode away, field burrs catching at his leggings. He was a man, by God’s bones, even though his father forbade him to joust, to carry a shield. If given the chance, he could ride into battle alongside a knight, proving himself capable of leading true believers to the Holy Land. Brave and stalwart as his grandfather and great-grandfather. Galloping across deserts, upholding the honor of his family. Making his father proud. His hand clenched as if to a weapon, chain mail heavy on his shoulders, he squinted against raging sun. Distant cities waited for him to conquer . . .

“Master.” The cadger panted up, his carrier laden with two gyrfalcons and a peregrine in addition to the merlin. “Put on your glove.”

Demeaned by a servant. Hugh lifted his chin. “Are the birds wearing proper jesses?”

“Yes, young master.” The cadger flicked the leather thongs attached to the bird’s ankle.

Stung by young, Hugh held out a gloved fist. Hood removed, the bird landed with a whack, talon points punching through the leather and increasing the angry flashes in Hugh’s body. He was the son of a count, a descendant of men who went on Crusade, worthy of a peregrine, not this diminutive thing.

The falcon master shouted, “Set her loose.”

Internal fist shaken at his impotence, Hugh catapulted the merlin skywards. Away it soared, bells jingling, high over the field, skimming the meadow with a swoop, then back into the blue. Hugh longed for that freedom. To be home with his . . .

“Bring her in.”

Rewarded with rat flesh, the merlin relaxed, heavier on his arm. The cadger, who smelled of dung, replaced the tiny hood and took the bird.

Now the falcon master released the peregrine. Its jesses snapped Hugh’s hat. “By God’s bones, you . . .” He bit back further angry words; the falconer had the ear of the count. Rudeness would be reported to his father. He could just hear the lecture.

When the birds were well exercised, he left the men, their condescension and arrogance, and wandered along the wooden stockade protecting the village. Just inside the gate, two boys flailed at one another with sticks.

“Take that.” A crack of stick.

Swish. “Take that yourself.”

“I’ll cut your heart out,” yelled the littlest one.

“That’s not how to hold a sword.” Hugh couldn’t help himself; someone was always correcting him. He would pass it on.

The boys stared, sticks dangling at their sides.

“Here, let me show you.” Hugh took a stick from the littlest fellow. “Do like this.” He lunged, the sword pushed straight out. “That’s a thrust. That’s how you pierce a heart. You try.”

The boy’s wobbly thrust almost toppled him into the dirt, and Hugh smiled. “Good. Now, you.”

As the lad with a skinned knee stepped forward, a passing villein noticed Hugh’s fine leather boots and lifted his cap. “Good day to you, sir.”

The children goggled. This was a sir?

Hugh nodded at the man, then sliced the stick through the air. “See? That’s how you remove a head.” The children’s eyes snapped back. “One swish and your enemy dies.”

Great laughter. With Hugh’s encouragement, they were soon thrusting and swishing and kicking up dirt. “Keep practicing. One day you may go on Crusade.”

“In hook svincy,” the boys chanted in unison as Hugh walked away.

“In hook . . . ?” He puzzled it out: In hoc signo vinces. “By this sign I conquer,” motto of the crusading Templars. Where did lads learn these things? He was grinning when a girl stepped from a hut and tossed a sparkling rope of water.

Hugh’s momentary entrancement with the shining drops like the sound of bells evaporated when it hit his boots and the girl howled laughter. An “x” of thread on the neckline of her tunic proclaimed her a prostitute, and he grabbed her shoulders. Her breasts bobbled under the coarse garment. Reminded of other breasts under pale blue linen, he slid his palm over these and his body leapt up. Unwilling to break the feeling of a different, much loved girl in his arms, he avoided the laughing face and pushed the prostitute into a room that smelled of vinegar and tomatoes. A single band of sunlight lit a lump of bread on a crude shelf. He reached for the hem of her shift, but she twisted away.

“It costs. Even for fine-looking young men.”

“I have . . .” He had only lust and an ache for his Lusignan love.

The girl retreated further. In the dark, he couldn’t read her eyes. He found an offering stuck in his belt. “A feather. To wear in your hat.”

“Hats aren’t allowed.”

“From the count’s gyrfalcon for your wall. Proof someone from the castle visited.” He held it out. Please take it, please. I must have . . . For a brief moment, he thought how fun lust was, how surprising, then he brushed her face lightly with the feather.

She snatched it and stepped into the doorway for a closer look. Light pressed through her shift, and her curves called to his hands. He stepped close, smelling smoke on her hair, unlike his lover’s scent of incense.

“You’re from the castle?” She turned the feather in the sun.

“Yes.” He was rubbing against her, no longer caring about her looks or the eyes that watched him all the time. Focused on the fire building inside, he managed to choke out, “I’ll be a count someday.” Not in Angoulême but Lusignan. As if it mattered to the girl.

She pulled away, stuck her payment into the piece of bread, stripped off her tunic, and let him into her soft parts.

WHEN HUGH HEARD he was to return to his father’s castle, the name Marielle arced like a comet, pure joy, until Count Aymer said, “You will accompany Isabelle.” Maléfice. Alone, he could gallop straight home, but Isabelle was young and her cart would pin him down. She’d cry and beg to stop and ignore his commands, even though he’d saved her.

But wait.

Marielle would see him at the cavalcade’s head, crossing the bridge, his horse brushed, banners flirting. A leader. He could . . .

The count lifted an eyebrow and cleared his throat.

Hugh stuttered, “I will endeavor to keep your daughter safe, even with my life.” He would prove himself worthy.

“That particular sacrifice won’t be necessary.” The count laughed a short bark. “I will send my own guards, a posse comitatus of trusted men. You will keep her company and prepare her for Lusignan.”

Companion to a mere girl? His heart objected. Yes, a lovely jeune fille, well brought up with that alluring yellow hair but still a girl and unworthy. Ah, but the shouting villagers, the threats. Danger, perhaps an attack, and he could . . . Hugh made an effort to smooth his face. “Certainly, sir. What would you like her to know?”

“Your father has pledged to foster her and continue her lessons, particularly Latin. Her writing in that language is lacking and . . .” Count Angoulême brushed away an unseen swarm of gnats. “However, she has been little in the world and is inexperienced. You must prepare her for your mother.”

His mother? The gnats clustered around Hugh. “I know not what you mean, sir.”

“Remind her to curtsy, to keep her elbows off the table. Show her where she will sleep. Perhaps you can . . . Well, do your best. She is my only heir and must be safe.”

Hugh understood the threat burning on his words. A frightened peasant with an arrow or a blacksmith’s tool, even a stone, could strike Isabelle dead in the name of God. She must flee and he, Hugh, would help. A thrilling adventure, so like a Crusade which held, at its heart, the saving of something precious. He’d rescue Isabelle a second time.
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4
GO YE INTO ALL THE WORLD



At the long plank table on the dais, Isabelle ignored the bowl of eels in wine, usually her favorite. On the morrow she was to leave for Lusignan. She’d prayed for this departure, but tonight she was unable to swallow and Maman, who usually exhorted her to eat, remained silent. Below the dais, laughter, jokes, benches squeaking with excitement. The celebration slapped her cheeks; they wanted her, the witch, gone. Tears were rising when Papa pushed aside his trencher and said, “Come with me, child.”

Expecting he’d take her to the comfort of her star for a last visit, a tear fell. But no, he led her across the dark bailey where dreadful shadows flickered and a snorting horse startled her. At the gate, he said, “Wait here,” and disappeared into the night porter’s niche. Left alone at the edge of the portcullis, the smell of fresh fields pulled Isi upright. Small creatures rustled; overhead swept millions of stars. God’s world. Her fear eased.

Papa touched her shoulder. “Come silently.” He led the way, shielding a rush light. Isi hesitated. What about the bonfires? The villagers?

“You are safe,” he whispered, nodding back at the guard who’d emerged from the niche to keep watch.

Isi stumbled, then hurried to follow him, slipping dark and small into her papa’s shadow. As they walked, grasses brushed her legs; the forest creaked and she gripped her mantle. Where were they going?

Inside the forest’s edge, Papa stopped and lifted the lamp. “Do you see the mound?” A small pile of raw dirt marked with a stick. “’Tis where Alain lies. Go and pray.” He handed her the light and stepped back. “Hurry, child.” His quiet words emerged from the dark as if the voice of trees. Three leaves fell across the edge of the lit world and she wanted to run, but there, there was Alain and he needed her. She knelt and said a Paternoster, the only official prayer she could remember. Paulus would be so angry. After amen, she added, Holy Mother, please let Alain come up to you. Staring into the glimmer of sky, she waited for a sign as she had after the funeral. Because Alain was innocent and must be allowed into heaven. An animal shifted nearby, a mouse or a fox. Or Papa, impatient. The pressure of dark, of hopelessness, her heart closing down, then a fiery bit broke free from the rush lamp and flitted into the tangled branches. A sign. A loosening. She was fully in God’s world with its foxes and stars and the smell of leaves. Alain was saved and Papa, invisible as God, held her safe. She made the sign of the cross and then, whispering adieu, she turned, ready for the morrow.

IN EARLY DAWN of the eighth month of the year, the family gathered in the tiny chapel where Paulus intoned a prayer for the safe journey of the filia of the house. As he conjugated the Latin words, dropping them in front of the Lord, Isi leaned against her papa. The Virgin stared, reminding her: Alain was dead and she must travel to a foster family for safety. No one wanted her here. She crossed herself.

When the service finished, Isabelle stepped outside and her heart lifted. In the bright bailey, horses stamped, puffing and snorting like old men after a banquet. Mules groaned under their loads: her bedding, plus hooks and nets and knives, iron pots and spoons and tankards, dried meat and fish—gifts for the Lusignan household. In addition, a brass astrolabe for Hugh’s father, a length of silk for his mother, and a small box of spices, all to underline Angoulême’s wealth.

Isabelle herself wore a new green tunic, secured from Maman through long argument: Had she not earned womanly silk by wearing the garlic without a complaint? Should she not arrive in Lusignan well attired? Maman would not want them to think poorly of Angoulême. Isabelle giggled at her success.

A crowd had gathered to see her off. Soon she would pass through the portcullis to the wide world. She stood tall and walked with her papa past the mounted guards, her protection on the road. Servingwomen shifted on the edges of the courtyard; male servants whispered of the road’s dangers: highwaymen, river crossings, kidnapping for ransom. Surely they exaggerated, but when Hugh’s horse whinnied and reared, Isabelle clutched her gown. The silk soothed her.

A small wooden cart reposed amidst the clamor, canopied on three sides against sun and rain and prying eyes. Inside, her personal trunk with its glittering nail heads and a cushioned seat to ease the ride. She was truly leaving. Poulette fluttered and a servant handed her a small basket with dried fruit and a loaf of bread. She wanted to skip and laugh, but Papa stayed her with a gesture.

Paulus stepped forward, the bailey hushed, and the assembly knelt as he made the sign of the cross over her. Then Papa lifted her into the creaking cart, the little flags snapped, and her whole body lit with the need to move. She silently urged Hugh—start, start—but the castle gate remained closed, the cart immobile. She peeked out. Papa was staring at the chapel waiting for Maman.

Women quickened their prayers; men lowered their reins. Low-spoken words pattered into the waiting. At last Maman appeared at the chapel door, head bowed and crossing herself. Isabelle stifled a cry, feeling for the first time the loss of her mother. Who would brush her hair now? Who would remind her to stand tall? She leaned out, waving, but her mother simply called, “God go with you.” Isi filled with entreaties—Please, Maman, I need—but Papa gave the signal and the heavy cart lumbered like a reluctant ox toward the portcullis.

“Wait.” The word burst from Maman. The horses halted and she ran to touch Isabelle’s fingers. “Take care for your dress, obey Madame Lusignan, make us proud.” She stroked Isi’s wrist—“Be brave”—then whirled toward her husband. “Did you give her a knife?”

“You were in charge of her belongings and the chest.”

Maman stepped toward him so quickly that he backed away. “She is also your responsibility.”

The murmur of women praying ceased.

“She needs a knife for meals. The Lusignans will think us savages if we send her without one.” The countess swept her arm toward the sheathed knife that always hung at her husband’s belt. “Give her that.”

Isi knew the knife with its ivory handle was special, given to Papa when he was a child; he used it to cut rope, to clean his boots, and cut meat at the table. Only once had he allowed her to hold it, and now he covered it with his hand.

“Give it her,” Maman whispered, her eyes like pins.

Papa stared at her. She didn’t move. Shortly he sighed, untied the sheath, leaned into the cart, and retied it to Isabelle’s belt. Under the shelter of the canopy, he said, “Never take this off, child. Never.” He ran a finger down the leather, then dropped his hand. “Use it only for food. Do not cut yourself. And I beg you, do not lose it.”

Isabelle smiled at him. “I promise, Papa. Tell Maman I shall miss her.” Her heart spiraled into her throat. “And you.” His eyes brimmed with feelings, and he lifted his hand to touch her. Propriety stopped him. He stepped back, nodded to Hugh, and they started away.

As the cart thumped hollowly over the castle bridge and jolted down the hill toward the village, Isabelle peeked back at her home; Poulette, who’d pecked inside her chest with excitement for weeks, collapsed into a sad pile of feathers. Who would sit on the dais and smile at Papa? Who would tease the guards and ask Maman questions? She curled on the cushion, weeping, until a great commotion of galloping and shouts forced her to lift the canopy’s edge.

“Stay inside, Mademoiselle!”

Along the road, a mob of villeins had gathered, crossing themselves, shaking scythes, roaring, “Devil, death to the witch.”

Isabelle crouched and took out the knife. Papa said to use it only for eating, but she needed it now. Shrieks and bellows rose through the dust, and the cart bucked and tilted in the horses’ haste. Her entire body a pounding heart. Knife held at the ready. Only when the chasing men fell back to tiny dots did the cart slow, and gradually Isabelle stopped shaking. She scratched “Angoulême” on the floorboards, a talisman, then slipped the knife under the chest edge, handy. The cart thumped on and on, so she practiced Latin conjugations—fugio, fugi: I fly, you fly—but soon past days lay heavy on her eyes and she slept.

A large jolt woke her. Knife
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